until now has been absent, or was found at the farthest reaches of historical and literary history reflection on camp writings. I could state that I, being a researcher of this extremely diverse literary constellation, have been faced with a paradoxical challenge; in trying to add another element to the slowly emerging glossary of the topics of Lager and Holocaust writings 2 (even though those areas are disjunctive, "their division line is not one which is easily defined"), 3 I intend to focus not on that which is in literature, but on that which exists as a lack of something, a gap, the only rarely exposed reverse side. In continuing the paradox game, I shall stress once more that I shall be intrigued by the intense presence of absence, "active fading", 4 because that is how, to put it concisely, one should understand the title "empty sky", "birdless sky", a sky which became speechless and silent...
I. Where birds do not sing?
That peculiar figure in Lager literature reappears with surprising regularity; it can be found -it even appeared twice in the titles! -i.a. in the recollections of Seweryna Szmaglewska, Zofia Posmysz, Karolina Lanckorońska, Danuta Brzosko-Mędryk, and Janina Fabierkiewicz-Szyrkowa. I shall quote two examples in this text:
The corpses of the executed were burnt in the crematorium, which was adjacent to the high, probably five-metre-tall wall which surrounded the camp. The stack of the crematorium was higher than the wall, and the wind blew the smoke between the blocks -a reddish sickly smoke reeking of burnt bone. The stench has remained with me ever since. I think it scared off birds, because what other reason could there be for there not to ever be a bunch of quarrelling sparrows or swishing swallows? Sometimes there would only appear falcons circling high above, as if a symbol of our masters. And the camp was located between forests, on a lake, and it would seem that there should be a multitude of the winged crowd; even more so that there was enough refuse in our "town" of fifty thousand;
We lay there without lifting our heads so that the Germans couldn't see us, and we took in the tangy scent of the herbs.
I suddenly recalled, somewhere there still must be some meadows full of soft grass, kingcups, and fuzzy intoxicating wild carnations buzzing with bees and bumblebees.
Yet I sought to no avail the scent of the earth, even though in Majdanek we dug it over deeply many times, still flinging out shovels. It did not smell of a good life-giving soil. It was dry, without its oily shine, as if it was also drained of life, becoming barren. And the sky above it without any birds which would be seeking food to no avail.
6
Already at this stage of the discussion it should be stressed that, first of all, it was women who more often indicated that special feature of the "stone world", and, secondly, note that the listed authors were interned at different camps: Birkenau, Majdanek, Ravensbrück, which clearly suggests that the phenomenon stated above was of a supra-local nature, and was independent of such objective, it would seem, factors as the relief or the broadly understood natural conditions, in which the Germans decided to locate specific camps. Yet the issue being discussed will become somewhat complicated further when one notices that the traces of that figure, i.e. "a birdless sky", or "a sky filled with fowls which obstinately keeps its silence", can also be found outside the studied writings. For example, in the accounts from the besieged Leningrad, 7 in contemporary descriptions of the forest concealing the graves of the victims of the Katyn massacre, 8 or even, let us move the hands of the historical clock forward, in the eye-witness account from the crash site of the Polish government plane in Smolensk.
9
If one bears that synchronisation in mind, it might be the case that the images of areas where "birds never sing" established in culture can actually be assigned the status of loci communes, yet those will be the locations of so capacious a community in order for it to hold various types of historical experiences. What could combine the resulting narratives? Surely the strongly martyrologised indelible trace of the transforming mental shock experienced by the observing entity, yet it seems that we should consider something else as well. Something which in short could be defined as a hyperbolic feature of the referenced testimonies, a special rhetorical addition supposed to articulate the disturbing truth: in the face of crimes which surpass human imagination, no one and nothing should remain indifferent. That would also apply to nature, including its important emissaries: birds. Therefore, within the background of the camp accounts presented, there would glow a subconscious conviction, a special form of presupposition based on -to use a certain anachronism, if you will -Adorno's model. Narrators would place their traumatic experiences within such historic disasters after which one would wish to "forbid the birds from singing, flowers from blooming, and the sun from shining".
10 Some light from another side will be shed on the problem by the title of the (quasi)autobiographical notes by Joseph Horace "Jim" Greasley, 11 an English POW, who during WWII became famous for his many escapes from Oflags.
Do the Birds Still Sing in Hell?
Let us remain for a moment at the threshold of the Dantesque vision characteristic of Lager literature in which the tightening grasp of war-time oppression -materialised in the form of a dense network of Stalags, Oflags, slave labour camps, concentration camps, and death camps -is compared to the consecutive circles of Earthly inferno.
12 Inferno, or hell, also considered as a place to which one can descend, but from which there is no, and there should not be any, return. That somewhat metaphysical vision could partly overlap the Nazi plan of Endlösung, understood as an event which according to the intention of the designers of the genocide was supposed to be entirely free of any witnesses.
13 The fact that the Machiavellian project did not eventually succeed was mainly thanks to the survivors, and those who, even though they did not survive themselves, managed to leave their testimonies. It seems there is one more, a much bigger, group of witnesses, which should include people who voluntarily migrated deep into the Nazi "heart of darkness." This time I am not referring to the famous Rittmeister Witold Pilecki, but another (apart from Joseph Greasley) English POW, who, like the legendary Polish officer, became famous as "the man who sneaked into Auschwitz".
14 In quoting a fragment of his memoir, I would like to, for the first time in this study, focus on the particularly significant though rarely noticed symmetry, the traces of which can be found on the pages of Lager and Holocaust writings. Within that analogy, the Holocaust would be subject to a peculiar multiplication, somewhat splitting into two mutually complementing instances: genocide and ecocide:
15
I knew by now that this was no ordinary labour camp. They were deliberately worked to death. It was hell on earth. Hell on earth. There was no grass, no greenery of any sort, just mud in winter, dust in summer. Nature -not to mention the Grand Architect himself -had abandoned that place. I never saw a butterfly, a bird or a bee the whole time I was there.
16
Evidently, the vibrating silence of the birds was interpreted by the victims of Nazi violence at least in two ways. While one of those, somewhat deflected "outwards", would emphasise the process of environmental degradation which accompanied the extermination of human beings, the previously unknown forms of biological collapse based on which the Auschwitz experience could be viewed not only as a "gap in the history", 17 but also as an unfillable crater within the human-nature relationship, the other would rather be inclined towards the human mind. In the case of the latter, man, as a deeply hurt holder of meanings, would strive to introduce the alphabet of her/his suffering into the writings of the nature surrounding her/him. To put it less metaphorically, one could say that the final result of self-reflection made under the influence of the extreme circumstances imposed by history was often a deeply interiorised conviction: in the face of the terror of such unimaginable crimes as mass executions, ethnic cleansing, or genocide, what also needs to change permanently is the manner in which one perceives nature. As a result of such transformations, nature would cease to be a neutral backdrop for the "dirty deeds" committed by man, and it would become a significant actor, someone, let me stress this, who actively participates in the war-time horrendum. Someone who could and should be expected to offer a moral reaction. If one actually lifts that way the anthropocentric perspective, it becomes obvious that nature would begin to appear as a forgotten (hidden) victim of human aggression on the one hand, and, on the other, and that is a much rarer case, as a speechless witness of immoral human actions, a witness whose voice must be mediated through the power of human matter. One could also indicate relationships in which both roles, i.e. of the victim and the witness, are organically intertwined. That would occur, for example, in the case of the multivocal novel/ oratory by Svetlana Alexievich quoted at the beginning of this study. The following is a fragment thereof: I remember one time. We came to a village and there were some dead partisans lying near a forest. What they had had done to them I can't tell you, my heart won't bear it. They had been cut up into pieces. They were trussed like pigs. They lay there and horses were grazing not far away. They must have been the partisans' horses; they even had saddles. Either they had escaped from the Germans and then come back, or the Germans hadn't managed to take them away. I don't know. They didn't go far. There was a lot of grass. I thought: how could those people do such things in front of horses? In front of animals. The horses had watched them...
18
It should be reiterated that it is no coincidence that it was women's memory that stored for us that type of shocking image -scenes within which the nodes of human suffering are intertwined with the harm done to animals, plants, and the landscape. When viewed through a woman's eyes, war, the concentration camp, and the Holocaust not only would open in front of us "another version of history", but would also have, as the Belarusian Nobel Prize winner noted aptly in one interview, a different scent, and colour. Would they also have a different sound? If through a type of a negative to the Lager "soundscape" one also considered those tones which have been so emphatically missing, thus one could interpret the silence of the birds, a silence so often recalled by Polish female internees.
When considering from different sides the mystery of a Lager's "birdless sky", at some point one must inquire about the degree of the (inevitable?) conventionalisation of the analysed presentations, their deeply rooted topical potential. Thus formulated doubt has to cause a significant reorientation of our searches, as one can speculate whether that which in fact we are trying to reconstruct are the relationships between human and extra-human worlds -grasped within the perspectives of those held behind the wires -or whether the only thing to which we possess actual access is the manner in which those relationships influenced the shifting framework of internee memory. Or, which, of course, cannot be excluded, some special form of projection, as a result of which there would occur an involuntary distortion of the image of reality recorded in Lager accounts. If one thus shifts the emphases, it would be necessary to consider whether the ornithological void diagnosed within camp writings functions as a paradoxical trace of the former presence, revealing to readers, as seen by those immersed, a fragment of the world which even though so deeply unreal, was nonetheless the real world, or maybe... Or maybe it is actually quite the opposite. Then that which we are used to classifying as a reflection of a mimetic effect, as a narrational trace of ethical obligation to offer the fullest testimony of truth, would partly give way to the special type of (self)illusion, as a result of which, the so intriguing for us image of a silent landscape would say (say by staying silent) more on the internal condition of the collective subject of our narratives than about their object, the world, which would not be subject to "suspension".
Quite unexpectedly, then, the question about the flickering presence of avifauna in Lager writings must transform into an element of one of the fundamental disputes regarding the literature of a testimony as a narrative whole. Raising our eyes together with KL female internees, closely observing the drab expanse of the sky over the camp -because that would be, to some extent, our reading, the variant of "archaeological view" missed by the author of Discipline and Punish -we would at the same time come closer to the thin moving line which separates that which is actual, objective from that which would result from a clearly different order.
19 One within which a bird would lead a double literary life: without ceasing to be a representative of the winged group of vertebrates, one of the truly few creatures which voluntarily came into the camp orbit, it would make its mark as a symbol of values of which the Lager community was brutally deprived. I am referring, obviously, to unbridled freedom, or the so suggestively described by Gaston Bachelard 20 ease of traversing space, and transcending all types of barriers and borders. Including that most important, impassable, defined by the electric wire.
Thus, the bird would join the considerable group of animals which, within Lager and Holocaust literatures (or even in the reverse order), happen to play a special, and in my opinion most exceptional, role. On the one hand, they would constitute, like the famous Lanzmann's hare, 21 the unreachable reverse of the condition of those interned at concentration camps, ghettos, prisons, 22 and, on the other, that would be exactly why they would become part of the alluring dream or phantasm, within which the lines between biological species would gradually blur. The record of that peculiar zoomorphic effect, a fantasy about the only form of escape that could be guaranteed by the rejection of a human (Jewish) body, and one's transfiguration into an animal body could be considered as an important microtopos of camp and Holocaust writings. The following are three examples; two include a moving shadow of the (Lager) birds I am so interested in in this study:
I was envious of mice and rats-they were not as helpless as we were that night in the horrible Umschlag, as we waited for the train to the death and torture camp! Mice and rats had their holes, they could take cover from the enemy and danger. While we were not allowed to leave those rooms or even go to the privy;
23
Sometimes over the camp there flew a few sparrows, sometimes a peewit, chirping, circling for a moment over our heads. Sick with longing we grasped with our eyes at their wings whispering jealously: "Oh, you lucky bird!";
24
That was how we drew it, that was how it should be if it had been completely different, when our Sunday stroll was down a path between blocks, fifteen steps there, fifteen steps back, or along the wall bristling with wires, and so impenetrable that it was even strange to see how clouds and flocks of crows flew over it.
25
To slowly conclude the first part of my discussion, within which the bird falteringly gravitated from a real creature to a cultural sign, directing our attention towards only partly concealed content, I should answer one more question. In fact, I was faced with a counterargument which can or even should appear at this point of my ornithological "investigation". One could aptly inquire whether as a team of researchers, being an interpretative community, undertaking the reading of accounts of events which occurred over seven decades ago, we possess any instruments which could help us verify the unclear status of the figure that troubles us, i.e. "a birdless sky". To discuss it with mimetic straightforwardness, one should ask: "were they there or not?", or -against the tertium non datur principle -one should rather say: "were they, and as if they weren't?" Nonetheless, we shall try to follow that trace vanishing in thin air.
II. the life of birds in Auschwitz
The just indicated blurring of the perspective will increase even further when one conducts an important shift, a reshuffling within the framework of Hilberg's triangle. This time I refer to a discovery made in the collections of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum in Oświęcim. In the library of that exceptional museum one can find an extremely rare item, a white raven as it is metaphorically 23 H. Birenbaum, Nadzieja umiera ostatnia, Warsaw 1988, p. 82 by Günther Niethammer. That study was published in the darkest phase of WWII, i.e. in 1942 -which in itself would deserve a separate remark -in a Vienna-based academic journal Annalen des Naturhistorischen Museums in Wien. Niethammer, a valued German ornithologist, the future chairman of the German Ornithological Association, who in 1937 joined the SS, 27 and during WWII joined SS guard staff at KL Auschwitz, in the referenced article shared the results of his field study conducted in the camp, and within its immediate vicinity. May I add that the permit for temporary release from guard duty in order to fully commit to observing the local fowls was issued for the enlisted ornithologist by the camp commandant Rudolf Höss (for which the author did not fail to thank in the copy of his dissertation kept at the Museum). One also could not exclude the possibility that it was Niethammer who caused the issue of The Special Order of the HQ regarding, i.a. a ban on shooting birds within the area of the concentration camp in Auschwitz, and its immediate vicinity. That truly extraordinary story inspired the contemporary German prose writer Arno Surminski to write on its basis an unfortunately disappointing novel entitled Die Vogelwelt von Auschwitz (the novel was translated into Polish a few years ago).
28
The very fact that in an academic article Niethammer listed over one hundred species of birds -yes, it is no error: over a hundred species (to anticipate some questions, the situation is slightly different in the novel "reflection" of that study) could indicate that the Oświęcim Basin, an interfluve, near the mouth of the Soła flowing into the Vistula, i.e. where the Germans had decided to place their most efficient death factory, from the perspective of a professional ornithologist could have seemed almost like a promised land. of course, an ethically neutral decision), who not only possessed an incomparably higher freedom of movement, but were also free from the most basic concerns to which the male and female KL internees were condemned, for the "birdless sky" to suddenly become filled with the fluttering of bird wings.
Obviously, if one was to consider such a radical change of perception, one would also have to bear in mind that too extensive a generalisation can lead, in this case, to false conclusions. In other words, the intensity of "the life of birds in Auschwitz" did not have to be, and it certainly was not equivalent to the comparably profuse life of birds in Majdanek, in Ravensbrück, or -and that is probably the most important point of reference -in the nearby Birkenau. Exactly that dichotomously forming space stretched between the primary camp complex of Auschwitz (KL Auschwitz I -Stammlager), and the kind of a "scar" left after the village of Brzezinka, where soon there was to be established the centre of mass extermination (Auschwitz II -Birkenau), 30 was used by Surminski as the dual place where the story of the novel I referred to earlier took place. That narrative -based on the intentionally blurry story of Niethammer (though the structure of the novel also includes many quotations from the ornithologist's academic paper) -was founded on the multiplied contrast: surely even the juxtaposition of the carefree checking of birds' nests, and the dying of millions of people right behind the wire would suffice as a visible dissonance, yet the German writer made sure that it did not exhaust the disharmonious logic. Exactly towards that effect the author introduced in the novel a dual narrational perspective, which included the point of view of the soldier-researcher, and his Polish assistant, a former student of the Academy of Fine Arts, internee Marek Rogalski (a completely fictional character), but the source of the contrast, as I have already mentioned, also became the space within which both men operated in the academic pursuit of fowls. The name which we have become accustomed to uttering at one gulp: Auschwitz-Birkenau, is divided there, and that which is the most significant -also in the context of the mystery of the "birdless sky" in question -occurs "in between", within the space of the hyphen.
In order to fully appreciate the polar opposition between the two parts of the Lager complex (Auschwitz -Birkenau), a difference that cannot be reduced due to a seemingly surprising natural perspective, one should once again refer to the complicated beginnings and the evolution of the function (from concentration to extermination) which a significant part of the camp infrastructure was supposed to serve. While the "parent" part of the camp was placed within the area of pre-WWII barracks of the Polish Army, within the fork of the Vistula and the Soła exceptionally conducive to biodiversity for various reasons (as it was stated above), Birkenau, the other camp within the KL Auschwitz complex, the construction of which was ordered by Heinrich Himmler in the autumn of 1941, formed in completely different conditions. It was precisely the never-ending process of creation, something which could be defined as a permanent in statu nascendi, that decided the character of that ghastly place, and mode of people's presence there. One which could be referred to as the most basically understood being-towards-death if it had not been for the fact that, as has been posited by philosophers, at the Nazi death camps, the essence of death was excluded irretrievably; as a result people did not die, and while still alive (if, despite everything, one concedes to call it that way) they gradually transformed into corpses, a future object for disposal. 31 Birkenau, which in the accounts of many female internees was not without a reason metonymically compared to mud, an endless sea of mud, 32 would thus appear as a place hostile to all forms of life. That would also apply to forms of life other than human: plants and animals, including birds. Let me quote the author of the best known account from that place:
Birkenau in 1942. A marshy plain surrounded by electric wires. There are no roads or paths between the blocks. The entire camp has no water. There is no sewage disposal, a condition that prevailed to the very end. Garbage, excrement and rubbish lay around, foul and rotten. No bird ever flies low over Birkenau though, God knows, the prisoners strain their eyes to search the skies for them during the roll calls, which last for hours. Guided by smell or instinct, the birds avoid the place. Birkenau does not exist officially. Its name never appears in an address. It is Oswiecim II. From the way it is built you can see that it was not originally intended to hold people for any length of time. It is a kind of precrematorium waiting room, calculated for twenty to thirty thousand people.
33
Could anyone blame the birds? If one inserted between the pages of Smoke Over Birkenau the photographs of that camp complex, photographs often actually taken from a bird's perspective, one would realise even more emphatically (if, of course, one can suppress one's anthropocentric reflexes) that it was not an area where, if one belonged to that class of animals, one would like to build a nest, or stop in-flight even for a moment's rest or to look for food. An empty surface filled with numerous cuboids of buildings arranged with cruel precision. Barracks, workshops, latrines, internee property storage, crematoriums. An anti-landscape which could be associated with the well-known Czesław Miłosz quote: "Now there is only the earth, sandy, trodden down, / With one leafless tree". 34 There is one more thing to consider, which, due to obvious reasons, no camera could have captured. Camp air! The way in which it became etched in internees' memory, its smell, 35 texture, taste even, would surely deserve a separate discussion. I shall only quote a fragment, this time regarding a different camp but in which crematorium furnaces worked day and night as well:
The black clouds of smoke continuously rising from the stack of the crematorium located by the camp prison are accompanied by wide reeking clouds strung along the ground. They come from the burning ditches behind the crematorium, to which a special kommando brings gassed female internees, when diluted Zyklon B eventually chokes them.
36
Let us return from this brief historical excursion to the observations made by Günther Niethammer and his novel alter ego Hans Grote together with his ever present Polish assistant, for whom that particular service was supposed to be (but, unfortunately, it was not) the only opportunity to leave the camp "cage". So what did the KL look like when perceived by a professional ornithologist (armed with his trusty binoculars)? Let me reiterate one of the previous conclusions, of the type which should be considered as at least not an obvious one: when one talks about KL Auschwitz I and its surroundings, based on the results of the research discussed in the ornithological study, without exaggeration one could state that it was actually an avian paradise, a space "where -despite everything! -birds do sing". To explain that seemingly mysterious situation, let me quote the researcher:
The lack of natural enemies could be the reason for the existence of a rich population of birds within the camp area. Neither dogs nor cats are allowed here. Guards kill any stray animals on site. Only birds of prey, mainly buzzards and magpies, cause some deterioration of the bird population.
37
When one combines the above statements with the previously referenced Special Order of the HQ, it might be necessary to supplement the multi-faceted map of tensions and contrasts which constitute the story of "the life of birds in Auschwitz" with yet another element. The care with which the camp authorities approached the protected species of animals (birds) would easily fit the whole concept of bio-power applied by the NSDAP regime, a concept within which a ban on cruelty towards fauna 38 would offer a striking contrast to the treatment of "racially inferior" human victims.
As it will become evident in a moment, however, nothing happens in nature in isolation; thus the edge of the Nazi extermination policy directed at human populations, mainly the Jewish nation, had a severe influence on the ecosystem as a whole, including its avian representatives. The area of Birkenau (the former village of Brzezinka) was the place where the disturbing process appeared in full force. However ambiguous it might sound, the news of the decision of the SS authorities to place a second part of the camp within the area of the village, intended to soon vanish from the face of the earth, from the perspective of a professional researcher must had seemed a unique opportunity, a real challenge. Therefore, the German protagonist of Surminski's novel undertakes a plan "to study the current population [before the development of the Birkenau complex] of fowls in the village and the surrounding areas, later to observe the changes during the construction works, and finally to record its size after the works are finished".
39 The conclusions of the thus designed comparative experiment should not be difficult to anticipate. They could be partly deduced from the yearning gazes of the male and female internees as depicted by Seweryna Szmaglewska. "No bird ever flies low over Birkenau..." And indeed, what the soldier/biologist managed to conclude based on his detailed study, was a steady gradual decline of the population of avifauna until its complete disappearance, with one significant exception.
Before I reveal which bird species took a liking to the place of the mass crime, the genocide committed by the Nazis, I should devote a few lines to the complex intertextual relationship between the contemporary novel analysed in this text and its (apparent?) academic counterpart, Niethammer's ornithological dissertation. Obviously, not even for a moment can we forget that the domain of literariness is governed by its own rules, and even if it aspires for realism, as in the case in question, it would be difficult to expect it to offer strictly academic precision. It might have been one of the reasons why the German writer, aware of the risk he took, used the help of an academic consultant (a biologist) when working on his novel, which surely helped him avoid some gross errors (like an image of peewits perching on camp wires). Yet one can indicate instances where the paths of the writer and the scientist intentionally and irrevocably diverged. That would apply to the avian residents of Birkenau, the only winged creatures which, rather according to the writer than the ornithologist, were not deterred by the thick crematorium smoke. Those birds were crows, 40 a distinct leitmotiv of Surminski's narrative. The shadow cast by one of the corvids (though when considering its shape, it could just as well have been a rook) was imprinted on the cover of its Polish edition.
41
In order to understand the special position of the representatives of the species within the novel's world, one must examine the contexts in which crows appear. Only then can one fully grasp their dual or even triple status. That would consist of a kind of multiplication of features, as a result of which the birds do not lose certain features of personalised beings (the writer's acute observations regarding the places where crows forage, or the ways they do it), and, simultaneously, it would function as a sign set deeply within culture, a symbol with a clearly pejorative taint.
42 Therefore, one could state that the German writer, who was apparently very inclined to ensure the presence of both registers, conducted a type of regressive inversion: contrary to many contemporary animalistic narratives, he constructed such an image within which that which is symbolic clearly shows from beneath that which is real; in other words, that live creature which consists of blood, bones, and feathers, in the discussed novel often becomes a mask intended to hide content which is hardly difficult to decode.
What would be at the end of the thread of the inter-novel avian symbolism then? Crows, or maybe their close relatives ravens even more so, have been assigned European culture a rather unfavourable role: they have been often associated with death, war, and epidemics, 43 clearly a result of their dietary habits. Throughout the ages crows and ravens must have been often seen in battlefields, cemeteries, and places where unburied corpses were deposited. Need I add that they appeared there to feed on the fallen or those dead due to a plague? The echoes of those inter-species relations unpleasant to man's heart, perfectly known by Polish readers based on, e.g. uprising-themed prose by Stefan Żeromski, also permeated the Lager novel of the contemporary German writer (though it need be stressed 40 That could have also applied to other camps. Corvids, being the only birds appearing within the field of view (and hearing) of the female internees in Majdanek, were indicated by Danuta Brzosko-Mędryk in her recollections. "We are waiting for «ab» like for a regular «beat it», but all we can hear is the cawing of ravens -the only birds that seek carcass here". D. Brzosko-Mędryk, Niebo bez ptaków..., p. 119. 41 Accidentally, that has been one of the most common concepts reproduced to the point of verging on plagiarism, which one could find in a surprisingly large group of camp-themed publications. The image of birds perched on camp barbed wire can, therefore, be found on the covers of the following books (the list is surely non-exhaustive) -L. Wyszczelski, Jeńcy wojny polsko-rosyjskiej 1919-1920 that he undertook at least one attempt to re-interpret the cultural image of the so negatively depicted birds). 44 When human ashes began to fill up the neighbouring ponds, when based on the orders of the camp HQ the centuries-long bond between the earth and the farmers cultivating it was broken, Hans Grote recorded in his notes: "There are no other birds than crows in Brzezinka", 45 while the reason why they went in their masses between the barbed wire, rather obviously, did not differentiate them much from their mediaeval ancestors. In one instance, the analogy between contemporary times and the Middle Ages was simply striking:
On the morning, when Marek looked through the window, he saw the roll call square in front of him. It was usually empty, sometimes the gallows waited ready for work. It was mobile. When the square was required for official parades or concerts, the horrible killing tool was removed. The original practice of leaving the executed hanging on the gallows for hours, as Grote used to call it: to deter others, was lifted after crows flocked to a hanged man, and tore his flesh piece by piece. After that they ordered the removal of the dead to the crematorium even before they went cold.
46
When staring at that scene, or, actually, overcoming the urge to divert one's eyes, one could recall some of the most drastic scenes in the history of the cinema: a fragment of a film by Lech Majewski entitled Młyn i krzyż (The Mill and the Cross), in which the main role was also played by an executed convict, and scavenger birds which accompanied him until his bitter end (and even after it). Staying for a moment longer within the circle of associations with paintings (as Majewski's film was based on a painting by Pieter Breugel the Elder), one could refer to yet another work, i.e. The Apotheosis of War by Vasily Vereshchagin. A pyramid of human skulls, ravens gathering around it, and in the background a blank horizon with the stubs of dried trees. The final part of the inscription on the frame "To all great conquerors, past, present, and future" enables one to span a historical bridge between the fighting in Turkestan, in which the artist participated in his youth, and that which was only to occur behind the wires of 20 th -century, not exclusively German, concentration camps. To slowly conclude the theme of the novel's crows in Birkenau, birds which are automatically associated by Polish readers with Nazism (as the scornful name for the national emblem of the Nazi Reich, one could also add that Polish female internees in Ravensbrück referred to the German female guards who terrorised them as crows), 47 it need be added that within the camp they had their earth-bound 44 "«Dog does not eat dog», Marek thought. Is it possible that crows from around Poland gathered in the interfluve to see what is going on in Brzezinka? One could also think that it's a cortege, all mourners clad in black come to the funeral." A. Surminski, Życie ptaków w Auschwitz…, p. 145.
45 Ibid., p. 91. 46 Ibid., p. 64. 47 The name resulted from the apparel of the SS women: over their uniforms, they wore black hooded capes tied under on their necks. Vide J. Fabierkiewicz-Szyrkowa, Gdzie nie śpiewały ptaki…, p. 78.
"doppelgängers". When during his comparative study, Grote tried to verify whether birds became adjusted to the newly established "model camp", which developed near the former village of Brzezinka, he came across the following dictum: "There are only crows here. [...] They rule in the air, 48 while the rats on the ground". 49 That which could link both species, or, possibly, make them compete with each other, was their similar dietary habits, and the associated common place of foraging, i.e. incineration pits filled with piles of dead human bodies.
Post fa(c)tum. the return of the birds
According to the oculocentric poetics of my study one of the main aims of which was to offer an "archaeological" reconstruction of the manner in which female and male internees perceived birds, I would like to finally quote yet another scene. A Lager scene, in which fowls played an important role. Though the fragment, an excerpt from Zofia Posmysz's prose, applies to a place which we had the opportunity to examine closely through the prism of Szmaglewska's documentary narrative or the partly fictional novel by Surminski (I am referring to the Auschwitz-Birkenau camp complex), nothing will be the same this time. And that is due not only to the indisputable fact that the presented events occurred many years after WWII, and the camp's liberation. The scene which I intend to quote constitutes, for certain reasons, a multiplied negative image of the majority of camp accounts. As I have mentioned before, their female and male narrators gazing longingly at the blurring bird contours, could had been quoting lines of one of East Slavic folk songs:
If I only had wings I would lift myself to the sky To the clouds Where there is no pain and no punishment.
50
that a return to post-camp reality is something exceptionally difficult, if possible at all. A strange magnetism not only prevents her from moving away (mentally) from the camp, but actually forces her to do the opposite. As I will indicate in a moment, in her journey, the former internee is accompanied by someone. They came back, too.
So there it is in front of me, that gate, unique throughout the world, like all entry gates topped with an arch with that dubious praise of work, while in front of the gate, as if everything was like then, for the vision to be complete, there stood a person whose tall slightly hunched figure was remembered by everyone crossing the gate. He stood and examined the road. His clarifying features were not unknown to me, and yet they smelled strange, like something that stopped both words on the lips and footsteps. A navy blue beret resting on grey curls, though worn like a kippah, caused anxiety, and disturbed my trusting certainty which accompanied me until the train departed from the station. We stood facing each other silently, looking at one another as if waiting who will speak first, while above us the hot sun was shining, and in that silence, which you would experience in a cemetery in spring, birds sang frenziedly. I finally said: "The birds are singing", and he responded: "Yes, they were not here then", his features became milder when he added: "You're from here, too, I can tell. You were in the storage". 
